WHY ANGELS SING 


Proposal for researching and scripting a one-hour documentary film 


"L'art engagé is my form of activism against that which threatens the 
preservation of Beauty....1 want to see an allegiance to humanity become 
stitched into the fabric of nations." 


That is Geoff Butler talking. He's a 62-year-old painter living in Granville Ferry, Nova Scotia. Some 
people like to call him a "folk artist", because his subjects are recognizable people in recognizable social 
settings. But his technical mastery, perfected at the Art Students' League in New York, has established him 
as a painter of exceptional talent. 


His is ironic art. It touches through humour. His surrealistic rural and urban landscapes are peopled with 
clowns, soldiers, butchers, preachers, babies, dancers, animals and angels--all in precarious, yet inter- 
dependent positions. My favourite depicts an endless line of innocents winding their way over perilous 
mountains and headed, unknowingly, toward a collapsed bridge. The painting is called "We'll Cross That 
Bridge When We Get To It". 


Geoff's life is an inspiring example of the liberating power of art. He is a stutterer. He dealt with his 
embarrassment as a young adult by taking an MA in speech pathology and working as a speech therapist 
with young children. He kept painting in his free time, and took it up full time at the age of 35. 


He also took up writing. Tundra Books of McLelland and Stewart has published three of his books: two 
beautifully told and illustrated children's stories, inspired by his childhood in the out-ports of 
Newfoundland ("The Killick", and "The Hangashore"), and a hilarious illustrated version of the national 
anthem of Newfoundland ("Ode to Newfoundland"). He has also self-published collections of his paintings 
and writings about the inanities of war ("The Art of War") and about angels who get caught in human 
predicaments ("The Look of Angels"). 


Geoff is a native of Fogo Iland, Newfoundland, where his father Isaac was an itinerant Anglican priest. 
His uncle Fred was Colin Low's guide and still photographer when Low was shooting the Fogo Island 
series for the NFB in the 1960s. 


Geoff's strongest memories of his youth centre around the memorial ceremonies of July first. That is the 
day in 1916 when 700 men of the Newfoundland Regiment were killed in the mindless Battle of the 
Somme. Those men have been honoured on July first ever since by memorial services all around 
Newfoundland. Stories that Geoff heard as a boy from the few survivors of that battle made a profound 
impression on him, and inspired his large one-man exhibition, "The Art of War", which travelled around 
galleries in the Maritimes in the mid-eighties 


In his book “The Look of Angels”, Geoff tells the story of Daniel the truck-driver, whose stuttering “acted 
like a virus that infiltrated his whole body, making it so sensitive that he could only tread tenuously on 
dimly-lit paths.” In an abandoned church that he used to attend as a child, Daniel is greeted by an angel, 
who says: 


Have you ever wondered why angels are always singing? It’s because we s...s....stutter! 
Or....or.....ordinarily, we don’t use speech for c....c.....communication. It’s much too awkward. 
All of us s...s...stutter when we use ordinary speech. So when we want to c...c....communicate 
strongly about truth and meaning, we sing! 


-2- 


I think this is a strong enough story to merit a one-hour documentary treatment, that the time has come for 
this country to celebrate one of its most original and relevant artists. And I feel so strongly attached to both: 
the man and his art, that | also see it as an opportunity to make a film that would bring together for the first 
time all five of my main passions in life--music (which inspired my film “Our Last Days in Moscow”), 
painting (which inspired “Brush with Life”), pacifism (which inspired ‘Return to Dresden”), overcoming 
handicaps (which inspired “Acting Blind”}, and expanding the boundaries of documentary (last attempted 
in “Cher Pere Noel”). 


What I have in mind is establishing one of angels in Geoff's paintings as the film’s narrator and guide. 
That would be done with the help of Joyce Borenstein, the animated film-maker who brought Santa Claus 
to life in “Cher Pere Noel”. And I would like the angel’s narration to be in the form of a musical cantata, iv 
which Geoff's stuttering words would be repeated by his guardian angel (stutterers can sing fluently). | 
would like the cantata to be composed by Emily Doolittle, under the guidance of Robert Marcel Lepage. 
Lmily is an emerging composer from Halifax who has written pieces for the voice that I love. This would 
be ber first film, so she could use some guidance on film rhythms from Lepage, who has composed the 
music of several of my films. 


This is a film where the quality of the paintings and the beauty of the contemporary landscape merit being 
shot in either super-!6mm or in the best of HD technology. For this purpose, I would like to spend time 
with Kent Nason testing and comparing those two systems. He is the Halifax DoP who knows Butler well. 


For biographical research, for checking locations, and for obtaining permission to film key paintings that 
are privately owned, I would spend time with family members, friends and collectors in Nova Scotia and 
Newfoundland. I would also need time to go through NFB archives on the history of Fogo Island and the 
Battle of the Somme. Geoff’s return to Fogo on July | memorial day could be the climax of the film. 


Altogether, I estimate six weeks of research and travel, followed by two weeks of writing a treatment for a 
one-hour documentary film. 


Here is the budget I propose: 


1 rd ae sf subsistence pay for myself @ $2000. ........ 02... cess eee nee sence cee cen ees $4000 
2. Air travel, Montreal-Halifax and Halifax-St. John’s... 0.0.0... cccccccce sce cceeeeeneeeecaeues 1500 
3. Car rental and gas for six weeks in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland @$400............. 2400 
4. Room and meais for 40 days @ $50......... cece cecceeseeceeceeeeeeneteecnesaecneneeeeenese ees 2000 
5. Consulting fees for Nason, Borenstein and Doolittle@ $1000 .....0...... ccc cceeee ees 3000 
6. Honorarium for Robert Marcel Lepage................ cece eee eeeecncceeceeeneseeecnneneeeeees 300 
7, Rental for HD and super-16mm cameras for 2 days @ $750..............cseceeeceveeeeenees 1500 
8. Purchase, processing and HD digital transfer of one 400 ft roll of super-!6mm,,,....... 800 
9. Purchase and transfer of HD discs..............cceccccneeseeeeeccuseeceseneceeeneeeeseeeecenees 200 
10. Editing clip (editor with Final Cut Pro) for 1 week..............cccccceseseecescueeceeeaeee ees 1500 
U1. Telephone and supplies............ 0c. ccc ccc cccececee sec ecnececeecseneseencesseesensaeceeseneasenes 500 
12. Entertainment or gifts for people interviewed................cccccnceecceececnecessuceeen eases . 300 
Sub-totalys «6 .ocgecgc ey weteoe fates ay soy seek aU MR desaw ses seo ven eats ee etereee eee 18,200 
10% for contingencies....... 00.0... ccc ceeceeneesee cee eeeeeeesneen esses esesseeeseneceese sae snees 1,800 
MOT AL ws altegactaesacdansvise cnvehasvinlatducles beds hora hi vee sieeay anne seana yay ov ed vewtaa Qudeeates $20,000 


Martin Duckworth 


